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Abstract 
21st Century marks the new mindset on lifelong learning where international society is more 
receptive to the idea of increasing knowledge and skills through lifelong learning programs.  
Realizing that the role of lifelong learning is very important in ensuring the country’s wealth 
and prosperity, many governments, including Malaysia have taken proactive actions to 
promote lifelong learning initiatives.  Malaysian government has enacted policies with 
lifelong learning as a main tenet in the nation’s development planning.  For instance, Third 
Outline Perspective Plan (OPP3) 2001 – 2010 and 8, 9, and 10 Malaysia Plans - long-term 
development plans of the national framework in facing globalization challenges, economic 
liberalization and economic environment – were formulated.  The focus of this research is to 
discuss issues pertaining to lifelong learning in Malaysia.  Specifically, this research aimed to 
discuss lifelong learning programs that are offered by institutions and employers, and 
examined the benefits of the programs.  
 
Introduction 
The 21st century marks a new mindset towards lifelong learning where international society shows great 
interest to lifelong learning as a way to acquire knowledge and information. We are deep in the 
information age, and fast moving into the knowledge-based economy – an era where everything in this 
era must be incorporated with knowledge to be valuable.  The knowledge-based economy provides 
efficient ways to produce goods and services efficiently at a lower cost.  Gone are agrarian economy and 
industrial economy. Dangers are however lurking due to the growing digital gap and knowledge divide, 
and lack of attention to address these issues would cause a country to be left behind economically. 
Lifelong learning has gained immense importance in this knowledge-based economy. Recent world 
events such as globalization of the world economies, advancement of technology, and changing nature of 
work require competent and adaptable employees equipped with skills and knowledge.  Skills upgrading, 
and retraining of workforce have taken the center stage in many countries including Malaysia. As stated 
by Argyris and Schon (1978), organizations are working within the environment marked with instability. 
Hence, learning must be continuous, nor periodic or irregular.  The advent of globalization and 
technology has increased the important role of lifelong learning, causing it to be adopted in the North as a 
key political, societal and educational organizing principle (Carolyn, 2002).  For many countries, lifelong 
                                                                     Lifelong Learning International Conference 2010 (3LInC’10) / 2 
 
learning approach is an essential policy strategy for the development of citizenship, social cohesion, 
employment and for individual fulfillment (Naierossadat, 2006). 
As the country moves into the knowledge-based economy, employees are expected to equip themselves 
with appropriate skills and knowledge that can create competitive advantages for the company over its 
competitors.  For many nations and Malaysia alike, the race to upgrade the workforce quickly is 
paramount because investment in the skills of their people can improve productivity and profitability.  
This is supported by an OECD research which estimates that ‘a one year increase in the workforce’s 
average number of years of education can add 3 to 6 per cent to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and 
increase annual economic growth by as much as 1 percent (Nordin, 2008). The days where employees felt 
secured employed in a single company forever were long gone.  Today’s global environment demands 
employees with skills and knowledge to improve productivity and profitability of the company.  As stated 
by Sen (2001),   ‘a person who cannot read instructions, understand the demand of accuracy, and follow 
the demands of specifications is at a great disadvantage in getting a job in today’s globalizing 
world…Widespread participation in a global economy would have been hard to accomplish if people 
could not read or write, or produce according to specifications or instruction’. 
Lifelong Learning Defined 
The concept of lifelong learning promotes an on-going and continuous learning activity that would lead to 
the improvement of an individual and the betterment of society at large.  Lifelong learning is a vital part 
in the society development process, where society members obtain life skills, soft skills and technical 
skills to take part in their social, cultural, and professional life.  It encompasses all learning activities 
undertaken by an individual throughout life for the development of competencies and qualifications. The 
term “competencies” covers knowledge, skills and know-how applied and mastered in a specific context, 
while the term “qualifications” means a formal expression of the vocational or professional abilities of a 
worker which is recognized at international, national or sector level.  
Lifelong learning programs vary in forms.  They can be in the forms of workplace training, continuous 
professional development, refresher courses, orientation programs, open learning, distance learning and e-
learning. European Commission defined lifelong learning as “all learning activity undertaken throughout 
life, with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competencies within a personal, civic, social 
and/employment-related perspective” (Commission of the European Communities, EC, 2000).  According 
to the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (ECD, 1996) lifelong learning is 
defined as “all purposeful learning activity from the cradle to the grave, that aims to improve knowledge 
and competencies for all individuals who wish to participate in learning activities”.   
 
In the context of knowledge-based economy in Malaysia, a specific reference is made to lifelong learning 
in the Third Outline Perspective Plan (OPP3), 2001 – 2010 and the Eight Malaysia Plan (8MP), 2001 – 
2005. The concept of lifelong learning in Malaysia in the spirit of OPP3 can be stated as follows: 
 
‘lifelong learning will become increasingly crucial as knowledge and skills need 
 to be continuously updated and upgraded.  New skills and expertise will be required  
to improve employability and productivity”.  
(OPP3, Malaysia, 2001). 
 
The term “employability” relates to portable competencies and qualifications that enhance an individual’s 
capacity to make use of the education and training opportunities available in order to secure and retain 
                                                                     Lifelong Learning International Conference 2010 (3LInC’10) / 3 
 
decent work, progress within the enterprise and between jobs and cope with changes in technology and 
labor market conditions (ILO, 2003, p.8).  
 
Lifelong Learning Programs in Malaysia 
Malaysia’s push for the knowledge-based economy is part of wider plan to achieve a Developed Nation 
by 2020.  The knowledge-based economy is expected to increase the nation’s level of GDP to four fold 
within 20 to 25 years (Economic Research Services Department, 2000).  It is believed that in a knowledge 
economy, the knowledge-driven industries have much higher economic growth, both in term of revenue 
and volume, than manufacturing industries and agriculture (Das & Das, 2008). 
Govindan (2000) however stated that Malaysia lacks some important elements to support knowledge-
based economy.  For instance, Malaysian workforce has inadequate knowledge and lacked skilled.  The 
country has insufficient education and training infrastructure, lack of R&D capability, relatively weak 
science and technology base, deficiency in institutional support and infostructure, slowly evolving 
financing system, and lack of technopreneurs.  This is further evidenced by the 2007 estimate where 
Malaysia has about 1.2 million students enrolled in the tertiary institutions.  About 300,000 of these 
students were enrolled in pre-university programs such as STPM, A-Level and matriculation.  This 
constituted about 36% of cohort 17 – 23 that is tertiary education, a percentage well below the average for 
OECD countries, which stands at 51%.  Based on the 2007 figure, only 20% of the Malaysian workforce 
was educated at tertiary level (Nordin, 1998).   
 
According to a report by Ministry of Education (2001), in 1997 the number of 17 year olds equaled 
432,000.  Out of this total, 317,000 set for secondary school leaving examinations (MCE) and 219,000 
(51%) passed the examinations.  However, the existing educational and skill training institutions could 
only accommodate approximately 81,030 (37%) of those who passed.  This means that about 63% of the 
17 year old cohort in 1997 entered the job market without any training or skills.   OECD (1996) reported 
that the participation rate for non-degree level education for 18 – 21 age cohort in Malaysia stood at 11 
percent compared with 26% in USA and 12 percent in UK.  Participation rate for degree program for the 
same cohort for Malaysia was 5 percent, 41 percent for USA, and 39 percent for UK.   
 
With the emergence of knowledge-based economy, knowledge-divide in Malaysia seems to be the 
bottleneck in providing skilled and competent manpower.  Thus, the policy makers have formulated 
various policies to address this issue in Malaysia in order to achieve overall economic success. The 
importance of lifelong learning to the Malaysian policy makers is noticeable – where lifelong learning is 
given a central role as an integral part of the national education and training system, with equal 
importance and status to the general stream of education and training.  Lifelong learning is now one of the 
guiding principles for policy strategies in Malaysia and it is widely assumed to be essential for everyone 
and therefore has to be made available to all (OECD, 1996).  Realizing that lifelong learning is essential 
to ensure the country wealth and prosperity, Malaysian government has taken a proactive action by 
enacting policy where lifelong learning becomes a main basis in country’s development planning.  One of 
them is K-Economy Master Plan which called for reforms in the education sector that included further 
privatization, twinning arrangements with foreign institutions, and establishments of community colleges 
and advanced technical institutes.   
 
Under the 8MP and OPP3, the government will initiate efforts to promote and implement programs for 
lifelong learning especially those without a strong basic education so that they will have the opportunity 
to continue their education as well as learn at their own pace outside school or in the workplace.  There 
will be more community colleges established and open universities and distance education will be made 
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available to provide avenue for Malaysians to pursue tertiary education and upgrade their skills and 
qualifications.  Employers will be also encourage to promote lifelong learning through training and re-
training to equip workers with new skills and knowledge so as to keep up with technological 
developments.  In addition, employers will be encouraged to provide incentives to their employees to 
learn and re-learn and continuously upgrade their skills. 
 
The efforts to develop human capital to steer the national transformation towards a knowledge-based 
economy are further intensified in the 9 MP and 10MP.  This can be seen by the allocation of RM45.15 
billion for human capital development, of which RM11.27 billion is allocated for other educational 
support and RM4.793 billion for training purposes.  The government is determined that the development 
of human capital is vital and should receive utmost attention.  
 
Against this backdrop, the Ministry of Higher Education has put in place strategic goals for 
transformation of higher education in Malaysia. The transformation plan aims directly on developing 
human capital and producing workforce who are intellectually active, creative and innovative, ethically 
and morally upright, adaptable and capable of critical thinking.  The National Higher Education Action 
Plan 2007 – 2010 was formulated which outlined the ministry’s focus on seven strategic thrusts.  In 
Strategic Thrust 1:  Widening Access and Increasing Equity, the government intends to increase the 
participation rate of cohort 17 -23 by 2020 in tertiary education to 50 percent, from 39 percent in 2008.  
Taken together with Strategic Thrust 6: Enculturation of Lifelong Learning, the government plans to 
boost the percentage of workforce with tertiary education to 33 percent, up from 20 percent in 2008 
(Nordin, 2008).  By placing lifelong learning as a policy matter, Malaysia is set to have a pervasive 
lifelong learning culture that supports the nation’s human development needs. There will be alternative 
route for access to and equity in tertiary education for rural and urban poor, Bumiputra communities in 
Sabah and Sarawak, Orang Asli communities and people with disabilities.    
 
Lifelong Learning Programs 
The Malaysian government has shown high commitment to ensuring that learning continues to be 
accessible by all – rich and poor, able and disadvantaged.  This is evidenced by the generous budget 
allocations on continuous education and training announced in the last several years.  The government has 
over the years made several radical changes and overhauls of higher education system.  For instance, the 
Education Act of 1996 permits the establishment private universities and this move has spurred lifelong 
learning programs.  The government has also directed the state-owned universities to expand their 
existing distance learning and off-campus course initiatives.  This represents an effort to provide ‘second 
chances’ for adults who did not acquire degrees through normal course of study.  For this group, entry 
requirements for these programs have been lowered – enable them to with lack of paper qualifications, 
but who possess sufficient working experience – to enroll in these programs. 
Various lifelong learning initiatives are implemented to train and retrain employees, to reduce the 
mismatch of skills, and to improve human resource capacity to get jobs.  Many public universities in 
Malaysia are actively involved in offering lifelong learning programs to the public the young as well as 
adults.  These universities have been given greater autonomy to manage and operate their universities, 
and have greater flexibility to develop own revenue sources.  As a result, various centers of excellence 
have been established to carry out the tasks of taking lifelong learning and training programs to people at 
large.  The Executive Development Center (EDC), or Pusat Pembangunan Eksekutif, a SBU within 
Universiti Utara Malaysia for instance, has been tasked by the university to offer corporate training 
programs.  However the potential for lifelong learning opportunities is huge and not only limited to 
corporate training, which has led EDC to offer executive certificate and executive diploma programs to 
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the public. Yet, these programs are based on management and social sciences. Believing that lifelong 
learning programs will accelerate upgrading of skills among all levels of society and with the aim to 
become a premier provider of lifelong learning programs, EDC aggressively promotes its lifelong 
learning programs throughout Malaysia, including the interiors of Sabah and Sarawak.   
 
Focusing on adult learners, the lifelong learning programs by EDC provide ‘second chances’ for many 
people, and train students with new skills and knowledge.  3,376 students have enrolled in these lifelong 
learning programs as at September 2008 (EDC, 2008) and many have graduated these programs.  Among 
the programs being offered are Executive Diploma in Business Management, Executive Diploma in Child 
Care and Pre-School Education,  Executive Diploma in Human Resource Management, Executive 
Diploma in Plantation Management, Executive Diploma in Manufacturing Management, Executive 
Diploma in Accounting and Finance, Executive Diploma in Supply Chain Management, and Executive 
Diploma In Purchasing and Supply Management.  
 
Other public universities that have lifelong learning programs to the public include University Malaya, 
Universiti Teknologi Malaysia and Universiti Malaysia Pahang.  UMCCED of Universiti Malaya and 
BATC and SPACE of Universiti Teknologi Malaysia are two of the main players in offering executive 
programs of lifelong learning.  Private universities such as OUM and Asia – e University are also active 
in providing executive diploma programs and other lifelong learning programs.  
 
Employers also play major roles in promoting lifelong learning. To meet competition at global and 
regional levels, employees need to enhance their productivity, efficiency, and innovation.  To train their 
employees, many employers have in-house training programs but some have resorted outside training 
providers to train and re-train their employees. To finance training and other lifelong programs, 
government has established Human Resource Development Fund (HRDF) and Skills Development Fund 
(SDF), administered by the Human Resource Development Berhad.  HRDF is a regulation enacted by the 
government that requires employers in the private sector to contribute 1% of their total salary emolument 
to the fund.  Employers may claim rebates for their employees’ participation in training programs. On the 
other hand, SDF provides loans for individuals intending to pursue full-time as well as part-time technical 
and vocational courses in public and training institutions.  These financing packages have reduced 
impediments to lifelong learning.  With financing readily available, employees and public at large have 
more access to lifelong learning programs that are available at community and technical colleges, and 
private as well as public higher universities.  
 
One important observation from lifelong learning programs is the formation of strategic collaborations 
between universities, employers, and training providers are crucial in ensuring the success of lifelong 
learning.  Cooperation among the strategic partners has become a vital element in the successful 
implementation of the programs.  The collaborations provide partners with understanding the needs and 
solving problems related to adapting and adjusting lifelong programs and workplace competencies of 
adult learners.  Understand the needs of target workforce allow universities to provide customized 
lifelong learning programs, thus making the programs successful.  
 
Conclusion 
In the wake of knowledge-based development of society in Malaysia, some institutional and policy 
framework for lifelong learning have been formulated to bridge the knowledge gaps between what the 
industry needed and what is possessed by the people.  Various lifelong programs ranging from short 
training programs to executive trainings at the executive level have been offered to cater various groups 
and various needs by various institutions of higher learning.  More and more people are enrolling in these 
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programs and employers generally encourage their employees to enroll in lifelong learning program and 
provide them with opportunities to excel in their career.  
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